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mock·ing·bird
(mokng-bOrd)
a white and gray bird from the southeastern
part of the United States; known for the
ability to mimic the sounds of other
birds.
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cut along blatk lines. fold
dotted lines. cut out circle.
insert tabs into slits. [may
require the use of glue or
tape to the bond.]

to hang use string or wire .
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2nd Place, Untitled, Heather Faust, Photography
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1st Place, No Intent, Melissa Greenwood, Poetry

c{I

~

LJ

2nd Place, Kfr,g of the WUd Front;ec, Kari Hancock, Non-Flctfon

(Q)

3rd Place, Lidded Jar, Gale Stryker, Stoneware

\QJ 1st Place, Bad Blood and Make Up, Karen Heaten, Non-Fiction
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Beyond the Light, Mickey Glover, Digital Art

1st Place, Longing , Kimberly Million Hodge, Photography

2nd Place, Su,focing, Scoot Taylo,, F;ction
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The Hou~e Once Lived, Larry Rogers , Photography
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Shelled Out, Erik Hansen, Stoneware

j
...

.....

I

~

I

I
~

~

i

i
I

~

I
~

l
f...
~
~

I

8

~

'.fj

i

)
6

I
j

i
u

!

s,.:
~

]

Cl,

i:::I

!
tc

!
!

e
I.:>

·f

ffra

j"

I.J

a:
~

M

:s:
~

:::l

I
f

~

a·

I

23

2~

Karin Chappell, Ovid Directions, Jasper and copper nikel

31

Honorable Mention, Lord of the Harvest , Kelly Sheets, Painting/ collage
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Cuore Spezzato, Melinda Henderson, Collage, pencil and prismacolor pencils

3

2Honorable Mention, Book Fish, Chris Haga, Manipulated children's book and glue

38

3rd Place, Fox in a Blue Suit, Christina Reiswig, Fiction

Mark Johnson, Tea Can , Ceramic

Honorable Mention, Self Portrait-Kitchen, Victoria M. Cunningham, Photograph

41

Honorable Mention, Negative Space, John Freese, Carved bricks
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Honorable Mention, Look Atcha All Up There, Jeremiah Jenkins, Bronze and stone
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2nd Place, Color of o G,een Oronge, Kevin Kaise,, Poet,y

3rd Place, Brief Candle, Heather Gilreath, Non-Fiction
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Lacing up
green sneakers around
hairy legs down
at the creek with
salamanders dining on
molecules swimming in
twisting canals under
trees alive with snakes
it happened. In
the nowhere shed with
cracks between
sun-washed boards
underneath which
pebbles washed into
circles over the bareness
of the creek-bed body
into its fingertips, and into
its nose-tips, and into
its ear-tips upon my
high-stacked dreams
that came tumbling down into
the garden that grows
from behind in laughter
in front laughter
underneath laughter
above laughter and into
lungs that might come up
through the esophagus,
and out onto breasts
overcome with stillness,
it happened.
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Mcm is crying in the living room. She just got a
phone call, and she is crying into the phone, something
about Aunt Peggy's blood being bad. How can your blood be
bad? Finally, she hangs up the phone, and she looks funny,
like she is scared. She picks up the phone again. I hear her
talking to her friend Joyce, our neighbor. "Look up the word
'leukemia' in your medical book," she says to Joyce. Mcm is
listening for a long time to Joyce, but at least she has
stopped crying. "It's a six," I heard her say. I was eight years
old and could not imagine what could make your blood go
bad, and what does a six have to do with it? Finally, she
hangs up the phone again. She has this faraway look in her
eyes.
"Mcm, why are you so upset?" I asked her, 'What's
wrong with Peggy?" Mcm looked at me with red, swollen,
sad eyes and said, "Peggy hasn't been well, and she went to
the doctor," Mcm told me. "She is sick and needs a lot of
rest for a while."
Peggy was Mcm 's youngest sister. It was 1959, and
she was a senior in high school. She had just been voted
High School Sweetheart by her classmates. I had seen her
pictures with the tiara on her head and her beautiful gown.
She had dark brown hair that she wore shoulder length and
big brown eyes. Her complexion was like cream, and
everyone was always telling us what a sweet girl she was.
She always loved to visit us and play games with us. "She is
going to be all right, isn't she?" I asked. 'We all hope so,
honey," Mcm replied. I wondered about the six.
Every day now, Mcm gets a phone call from
Granny, her mother. Numbers are discussed. Some days the
number is a nine or higher, and Mcm is happy. Other days
the number is a four or lower, and Mcm gets that scared,
funny look on her face again.
My grandparent's property joined Milligan College,
a private Christian college located in the mountains of East
Tennessee. When we went to their house to visit, Peggy
would always take us kids across the campus to the river
where there was a waterfall. She would let us take off our
shoes and hold hands and walk across the waterfalls. I was
always amazed at the trust she put in us. My Mcm would
have been scared to let us to that. Then we would lie on

the grass next to the rock Christian Church on campus and
watch the clouds go by. She would walk us all over the
campus and tell us that soon she would be a student there.
One day we went to visit Granny, and I asked
where Peggy was. "She's asleep in the den," Granny said.
"Be quiet, and don't disturb her rest." I walked over to the
French doors that closed off the den and peeped in. I saw
Peggy lying on a roll-a-way bed in front of the big window.
She was awake and saw me peeking in the door. Her dark
eyes looked like black holes in her pale face. She got up and
slowly came to the door and opened it. "Did Mom tell you
to watch me?" she asked. "No," I said, "I just wanted to see
you." 'Well, I'm OK, so you don't have to watch me," she
said. Then she turned and slowly walked back to the bed. I
was crushed at her words. I was too young to understand
any of this business with bad blood and sickness. I just
wanted her to come running into the kitchen, glad to see
us, and take us out to play like old times.
Mom is back on the phone one day; again, she is
sobbing. We kids don't know what to do. We are huddled
together in the living room corner against the TV, watching
Mom. She still has the phone in her hand, still sobbing. My
brother goes across the street and gets Joyce, who comes
right over. They sit on the sofa with their arms around each
other, rocking. My Mom is hysterical. Finally, Joyce calls the
plant and tells them to find my Dad and send him home,
"An emergency," she says.
A little while later, Dad comes in. Soon, he has
that same look on his face like we do, like he doesn't know
what to do. "You have to go," I hear him say. Mom only
rocks and rocks and shakes her head and says, "No, I can't, I
can't." Finally, Mom tells Dad to call Preacher Langstrom
from the Christian Church. He's not our preacher, I thought.
Why is he coming here? "Peggy liked him," I heard Mom say.
Preacher Langstrom arrives, and now he is saying
it, "You have to go, you have to, if you don't you will always
regret it." Go where? Why? I wish someone would tell us
kids what is happening.
Finally, Mom gets quieter, and she agrees to go
wherever they want her to go. Dad tells us kids to get ready
to go visit our aunt in Elizabethton, his sister. All the way to
our aunt's house no one speaks. Finally, when we arrive, our
aunt runs out to greet us and she says, "Stay as long as you
need to, don't worry about the kids." She takes us in the

house, and instantly I feel better. She feeds us ice cream
and lets us watch her big color TV. I've never seen color TV
before. Later, my brother and sisters go to sleep, and she
puts us to bed in her spare bedrooms. I lie awake, unable to
sleep. Sometime in the night I hear my Dad at the door, and
my aunt tells us to wake up; we're going home. All the way
home, Mom is strangely quiet, almost like a mummy. She is
awake, but not awake.
The next morning Dad tells us to get up and eat
breakfast and get ready. Mom is sitting in the living room
just staring. She has some pills in her hand, and she takes
some. Dad finally says to us, "Last night your Aunt Peggy
went to Heaven. We are going to the funeral home this
morning to see her. If you kids don't want to go in, you can
sit in the car. "
How can Aunt Peggy be in Heaven and in the
funeral home, too? Why are they going to look at her there?
On the way to the funeral home Dad says, 'Tuey told me
she has a smile on her face." Mom says, "She must have
seen something very happy at the end." Again, I am
confused. How can she be in Heaven if she is in the funeral
home with a smile on her face?
My brother and sisters refuse to go in. Teresa, my
baby sister, has a very mad look on her face. She won't ·
listen to anybody about Aunt Peggy. I agree to go in. I want
to see Aunt Peggy's smile.
We go in the back door of the funeral home, into a
beautiful room with soft music playing. Over against the
wall is a big shiny bed with a net over it. Dad picks me up
and takes me up to the shiny bed. Under the net is Aunt
Peggy with her eyes closed and a smile on her face. She is
lying in a beautiful, shiny soft bed with lots of pretty white
shining cloth. She has on make-up and pink lipstick that
matches her pretty pink gown. Aunt Peggy never wears
make-up and lipstick. She looks like a painted doll, not like
Aunt Peggy.
Just then, I hear a terrible sound. I look behind
me, and Papaw and my uncle are holding up Granny. She is
screaming and crying. Dad sets me down and tells me to go
to the car. I run as fast as I can out of that place. I sit in the
car and wait and wonder how your blood can go bad and
make you go to Heaven and be put in a box with make-up
on your face.
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He appears in my dreams nightly now- all
whinnies and promises unfulfilled. Each evening,
when I close my eyes and pray for sleep, I am aware
that this phantom horse will pierce though my
restless slumber, and deliver me to another day that
I will catalog for immediate burial. The pealing
neighs that trumpeted through my blood in the
early morning darkness will burn away with the
mists of fog as the sun slowly rises. But it never
goes away entirely. It haunts my eardrums, like an
unrequited lover's death scream.
Sometimes, the otherworldly equine that
thunders through my dreams is a lumbering, shaggy,
off-white animal, flecked with gray and resembling
the stocky draft horses in beer commercials. But
mostly, the creature is as black as a Harlan County
coal mine, and when it comes charging out of the
mjst, it is always dusk, it is always cold, and I never
fail to notice the way its breath rises in great clouds
of white steam as it draws near. It's a small detail
of beauty, which is something we don't get much of
here.
'
I know that I am dreaming when I reach for
the reins that dangle to the ground, and I tell
myself that, since it is just a dream, I can do
whatever I want. I could fly if I flapped my arms
hard enough and wished for it. But I don't want to
fly. I want to ride. I want to ride like a maddened
Paul Revere out of this town, away from the dirty
houses and the sullen people with dark half-moons
under their eyes. Away from the men who create
careers out of steadfast unemployment, and to
escape the fate of the women who will work two or
more jobs to make up for that fact. I want to live
in a town that does not recommend snorting cocaine as a cure for narcolepsy, which seems to be
making its rounds. I want to get on that horse and

((7
@!)

I~

'="•

~ ~

!
c5"

:::!!

n
,....

::J

0J
::J

(,_

(I)

i

~
-,

::J
VI

7Q)

~ =
IP,,'

=
@

i

§

....

"',.,.

"'ti

iii
5· nIt)

:::,

::ti

5:

Bl
c:i

&

*~
vl
l'l)

gallop back into the low-lying fog and never look
back.
It never matters that I know that I'm
dreaming. Something always goes wrong. When I
manage to hoist myself into the saddle, I realize
that it has not been properly tightened. I begin to
slide sideways, cursing. The bridle plays tricks on
me, slipping off the animal's head as if the leather
were rotting away at my touch. I discover that I
can't remember what gets buckled where, or how
the bit is supposed to go in his mouth.
Lastly, with the equipment falling off and
apart, I forget how to ride. I don't know how to
make him start at a walk, much less a gallop, and
he fidgets anxiously, uttering short whinnies of
frustration and tossing his head violently. I am full
of rage at my own incompetence, realizing anew
that it proves useless to fight tears and unfair
endings even in the world of dreams.
And so inevitably, I fall to earth in grainy
slow motion, like an angel foresaken of wings.
*

*

*

In my waking hours, I exist in another
surreal scene- born and raised in back country
Appalachia, where the education pays little, the
jobs pay even less, and the people are suspicious of
change. If anyone wants to make anything of
themselves, they're not going to do it here in
Wake's Falls.
There are three basic career options in this
one-mule town . First, you could sell off the property that the now-defunct mining company had no
use for, but still managed to rape of all its natural
resources. Second , if big money is your game, you
can manufacture and distribute drugs, where you'll
find plenty of diversity as well as a steady business.
Lastly, you can choose to become another cog in the
governmental wheels for the nearby correctional
facility, which, by the way, has very little that can

be deemed "correct."
I left out being a checkout clerk for PigglyWiggly or Wal-Mart because I figured that was a
given in minimum-wage America. Ditto for food
chain of Scotch-American descent that cavorts
about selling cardboard hamburger patties and the
compressed mystery chunks of unfortunate flightless birds in a minute or less.
What's truly amazing is that people actually
get impatient if this food takes longer than thirty
seconds to fork out through a window. But I digress.
I don't recommend any of these routes. I'm
headed north for Minnesota, where I can live with
my great-aunt, get a job, and somehow go to
college.
My time is almost up here, though I hate to
leave my mother. She'll never abandon my dad,
and I'll never understand why the hell not.
Today is absolutely my last fight, and I only
am staying for that to remind myself why I'm
leaving. That, and the extra little bit of.cash I'll be
scrounging for in the loathsome pit. Tomorrow, me,
myself and I will be on a stinking, crowded Greyhound bound for a promised land. Or, at the very
least, a land where every breath isn't half-choked
by the soot from the mines, which are still in full
swing in other parts of the county. It's like eating
cancer. Sometimes I imagine I can see the particles
floating in the sunshine, like the dark, virulent
brothers of dust motes.
I'm sitting at our humble little table eating
one of my last peanut-butter-and-carcinogen
sandwiches, when the damn roosters start up right
beside the kitchen window. I nearly fall of my seat.
It's that close.
My father has been fighting chickens since
he was ten years old. Around the time I came
shrieking into the world a mere six years later, he
was working on a bottle of Evan Williams and Coke
every night while he was refereeing in the pit. He

doesn't wait for game time to start on his liquor
nowadays. That's plain kiddie stuff. That's breakfast- and the soda went out of style a long time
ago.
While Mom has always had a dull tolerance
for the dark underworld of cockfighting, I've never
had the stomach for it. Men in dirty overalls with
straining, scarlet faces, screaming out bets as the
brilliantly plumed birds square off in the pit of
sawdust, the dense clouds of cigarette smoke
edging out the oxygen in the room, children with
grubby hands and faces crying and fighting with one
another- the chaos is overwhelming.
My father has tried to explain to me that he
loves it because it's about courage; it's about your
bird having the biggest balls and not backing down,
even when he's losing his life as well as the fight.
He says it shows true grit and pride.
I say it exposes the sheer stupidity and
fallacy of testosterone. My personal view is that it's
about men having yet another extension to their
very favorite toy- their Peewee Hermans. Men like
to make additions to such otherwise comical flaps
of skin- it's a universal male hobby. Some make
theirs out of aerodynamically-minded, souped-up
cars, some out of beautifully crafted Fendercaster
guitars, and still others choose for their peters to
make rushes of chicken glory on the bloodied
sawdust floor of their buddy's basement. Men look
at their detachable penises as a way to measure
their own machismo. How else to explain why the
word "gamecocks" incites such snickering?
Women are just as susceptible to the lure,
but I hardly think that they identify their competitiveness with their own walking, clucking genitalia.
It's something more intangible to me, to see these
hard-bitten women gnashing their teeth and flailing
their hands in encouragement over the wild fracas
of clashing spurs and beaks. Torn feathers drift like
brindled snowflakes through the air, sticking to the

blood on the ref's face.
Which came first, the cock or the gamecock?
As for the actual fights, I turn my face
away. The chickens don't have a chance. On the
spurs of their feet curved steel blades are attached- because people come to see some blood,
and by God, blood enough they'll have.
At the end of the long night, there are
garbage cans filled with both the winners and the
losers-their once-proud turquoise, black and
scarlet feathers caked with dried blood, skinny
little reptilian feet sticking out of the sides of the
cans as if they're waving stiff goodbyes. Like
they're doin' the funky chicken upside-down.
Growing up, I assumed that Mom and Dad
just really loved to eat chicken, because damned if
we didn't eat enough of it-chicken soup, fried
chicken, roast chicken, chicken casserole- whatever
Mom could throw together, she did.
I vomited when I finally figured out where
that surplus originated. That was when I was
seven. I haven't touched any since.
But anyways, a good fighter doesn't let
anyone see his chickens until they're ready to go in
the ring, since unscrupulous people like to up their
odds and slip poison in their opponent's pens. Dad
was in the process of moving his gamecocks to an
underground storage, and they were raising holy
hell.
"Laurel! Get out here and help your old
man move these babies!" Dad brays above the noise
of the roosters. Reluctantly, I sling the sandwich in
the dog's bowl.
Mom's out there, too, which surprises me.
She usually lays low before the game, getting the
food ready for us to hawk to the low-lifes that
tramp in. Especially on the nights my dad's girlfriend shows up. Her name's Samantha, but Mom
and I just call her Skank.
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We both hocked a good-sized loogie in
Skank's chili-dog once, before she figured out who
we were and stopped buying the food. She ate the
whole thing. We were pretty sly, covering it up
with cheese. Served her right, just showing up like
she owned the place. Like she had a right to be
with a married man- specifically, my father.
They're not talking. We grab pen after pen
of screaming feathered demons and drag them to
the hiding place. Mom, panting, straightens up and
twists her body, trying to make her back pop. Dad
chugs back a couple of shots of his "lunch." It's the
same thing he had for breakfast. It's not like toast,
I guess. He doesn't seem to tire of it.
Dad doesn't bother to thank us, choosing
instead to stalk off to the house. Mom looks at me
and gives a sad little smile.
"Well, you've just about done your penance
in this hole, haven't you babe."
She attempts to smooth some dark stray
hairs back into her ponytail. She's a pretty woman,
but she's too thin. It's like the acknowledgement of
Samantha the Skank has drained all the life and
energy out of my mother. It's eating away at her
insides.
I've begged my mother to come with me to
St. Paul, and no argument has ever produced
anything more than tears and hard words.
So, this is why I simply nod and walk back to
the house. One more night left. One more night of
choking on sawdust and snorting tiny feathers out of
my nostrils. One more long haul before the dawn,
filled with pairs of bloodshot eyes staring out of the
gritty half-light, searching for what they'll never
find.
"
"
"
Over a tense last supper of chicken fried in
irony, which I refuse by principle, my father announces from his usual spot on the recliner that
Puff Jones will be gracing us with his presence at

the fight tonight. We are less than thrilled. Dad
doesn't give a rat's ass that we're not thrilled. Dad
is busy basting himself from the inside out with
something that sloshes around in a clear mason jar.
Good ol' Puff Jones is not so good. He's
pretty bad. Not only has he been Dad's right-hand
man at all my father's illegal goings-on over the
past twenty years, therefore gaining a status higher
than my mother and I, he's not one to think twice
about slapping a woman for saying something "out
of her place. " Puff's well over two hundred, easy,
and a smack from his beefy hands ain't no love tap.
I've kept my distance after making the mistake of
telling him that he'd tracked mud all over our living
room, and that he needed to take his boots off.
I did not omit the fact that he is a born
jackass. He'd given me a swift punch to the head
that left my jaw swollen and my ear bleeding.
I'd fantasized about studying kickboxing a
lot after that.
So, naturally, we'd been delighted to hear
that Puff was serving time for holding up pharmacies in his endless quest for Oxycontin. It's actually
a wonder he's lived this long, having switched to
mainlighting his drug of choice after his numerous
nose candy addictions began to eat through the
membranes of his nose, and I'd hoped, his brain.
This explained the burnt spoons he'd left us
in the bathroom one hellacious Thanksgiving.
My mother and I had high hopes that he'd
eat a big ol' dirt sandwich before making it back to
Wake's Falls. But alas, he is alive and as swollen as
ever, and itching to referee a bloodbath.
Without a word, my mother slips me a little
knife on her way out of the kitchen. It doesn't
make me feel any safer.
"
"
"
By nine o'clock, our driveway is packed
with all manner of cars and trucks. The teens,
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more interested in socializing, sit on the hoods of
their parents' cars and sneak shots of liquor. The
cherries of their cigs light up blurred faces for an
instant. They're listening to Johnny Cash's new
cover of that song about having your own personal
Jesus. It's gritty. It's perfect.
My mother and I exchange a Look when Puff
and Samantha the Skank show up together. Dad, of
course, is oblivious. He pumps his old buddy's hand
like he w~s drawing up water, guffawing loud,
stupid bullshit and gesticulating wildly. He doesn't
notice that Skank keeps touching Puff's shoulder
with her long, red Lee Press-on Nails, while she
strokes his ego with some fake-eyelash batting and
eruptions of frantic laughter.
Her hair is nowhere as pretty as my
mother's. Mom has never colored her hair, whereas
Skank's looks like it might fall out in chunks the
next time she puts a brush to it. It's a thin, dishwater blonde color with little character and even less
shine.
Please. Who the hell wears high heels to a
chicken fight? And who wears those clunky pumps
anymore, period?
Dad doesn't spill .a drop from his mason jar
this whole time. He drags Puff to see his birds.
I hear him roar, "While you been gone I
started a whole new breed from the stock you had
left, and let me tell you there's some mean 'uns ..
. , " his hoarse voice becoming unintelligible as they
stumble off into the dark.
It's scary to think how long I've been
subjected to this environment. By the time I was
four or five years old I was selling Sugar Daddies and
Cokes to the greasy men and women that came to
the fights, which were usually held in our basement
with a tarp thrown down and sawdust spread on top
of it. What would that do to a child, finding a man
covered in chicken blood, standing in her backyard

and spraying himself down, pools of rusty water
staining the grass where she played Barbie?
"This stuff' s pretty hard to get out of
clothes," he'd said with a putrid smile, the rows of
broken and missing teeth resembling the shattered
windows of an abandoned house.
Then he'd ripped off his striped referee
outfit and danced around in his boxers, whooping
and spraying himself and the cars parked nearby.
His rolls of ashen fat jiggled as he hopped, dark
purple zigzags of veins crisscrossing his skin. Hair
carpeted his body like the coarse bristles of a wild
boar.
I ran like hell. That's the first memory I
have of Puff.
The night wears on, tonight's revelry
tomorrow's headache. Gangs of smaller children
ran unsupervised (though none carry scissors) in the
fresh, clean air outside. Their heavy clothes are
thrown on tree limbs to escape the dew. The
flickering glows from their flashlights bounce
weirdly in the dark like St. Elmo's fire. Their
laughter drifts sweetly, far removed from the blood
and madness.
In the smoky confines of the basement the
fights turn over hard and fast, with the mortality
rate high as usual.
At the moment, a jaunty and aggressive
young black rooster in his prime is attempting to
gauge his agile opponent, a feisty red. Bets are
called, and the birds screech and collide with
ferocity.
I want so badly to knock the black savage
off the red, who is growing weaker and has obviously had enough. This is why I hate the game.
Blood trickles darkly on the red's breast, and his
right wing looks broken. He sidesteps, and then
tries to avoid the next rush from the black, which
may be his last.

"Did you see the red's butthole start to
pucker!" one of the older men roars, setting off a
siege of laughter form the pit crew.
His owner, a young skinny guy with a feed
cap jerked on his head, looks embarrassed and
pissed off. He sulks in silence, his eyes following his
doomed bird .
I turn away to more lighthearted tragedy,
watching with interest as Skank makes the rounds
to all the men in the room. My mother is curiously
absent, which leaves me with more than enough
business to tend to, doling out popcorn and hot
dogs and beer. How anyone could drink or eat in
the presence of such gore is beyond my comprehen sion.
I am suddenly reminded of the time when
Dad took me to a fight that was held in a hotel
suite. It was done in the wee hours of the night,
the birds were stuffed into the usual trash cans, the
tarp picked up neat as you please, and we went out
to breakfast at Shoney's on our way home. I was
probably three. The waitress thought I' d picked up
pigeon feathers outside from the sidewalk. I'd
been clutching them in my hands.
"Honey, you don't know where those things
have been , " she admonished gently. I noticed that
lipstick was smeared on one of her crooked teeth . I
put them in the palm of her hand, eager to please.
The waitress got a strange look on her face
all of a sudden, like maybe she'd had a sip of their
trademark burnt coffee.
The feathers were speckled with blood.
She didn ' t handle it very well. We went to
McDonald's instead.
*

*

*

It's getting late when my dad's birds are up
to bat. He pushes his way out to the chaos to fetch
them as the winner of the last match is being given

poultry first aid , its owner massaging it vigorously
and showering it with masculine praise.
When Dad finally appears in the doorway
again, his face has lost the blush of alcohol and has
gone pallid with shock.
"They're all dead, " he says, swaying
slightly. He repeats the statement, still calm.
"They' re all fucking dead!" Dad screams
unexpectedly, big purple veins standing out on his
neck. His roar cuts through the noise of the crowd ,
who turn to stare at him, cigarettes going unsmoked
and bets falling silent for the first time in hours.
Dad holds up one of his ,prize fighters by the
neck, shaking it.
"Every one of their necks- broken!" Dad
shrieks, his eyes now feral-looking and all the
muscles clenched into hard definition in his arms.
He points a shaking finger at Puff.
"You were the only one who knew where
they were, man, the only one! You lousy, cheating
bastard! You no good son of a bitch! I trusted you ,
when no one else would , and this is how you repay
me?" Dad sneers, stepping closer to Puff menacingly.
"Man , I ain't touched shit of yours, and
you'd be better off just stepping down from your
high horse. Maybe it was that little firecracker
right there," Puff growls, jerking his head in my
direction.
"She couldn't have known! You and I
dragged those birds to another hideout not two
hours ago, and they were_alive and fucking well!
Now you explain to me, if no one else but your sorry
fat ass knows where they are, how is it that they've
all been turned to Sunday dinners, you fuck?"
What nobody has seen until now, is that Dad
has grabbed a baseball bat that one of the kids had
left outside. It's too late to stop the swift arc of
the bat as it crashes down in vengeance upon Puff's
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head. Puff drops to the floor with all the grace of a
sack of concrete mix, bloodied head lolling.
With violent energy, Dad begins whaling
away at Puff, kicking him for good measure. Puff
manages to roll from side to side to avoid some of
the swings, but Dad still manages to make some
brutal hits. Now the crowd has backed away from
the birds and has crowded around my father, as he
does his best to take out the man he's called his
best friend and drinking buddy for twenty years.
While I scream at my father to stop, I
realize in the back of my mind that he's not going
to walk away until he makes it clear that he's the
winner. To walk away while Puff still moved- or
lived- would be backing down. It would mean
dishonor.
The crowd has become frenzied again,
pumping their fists and, incredulously, calling out
bets.
I hear, "Sixty on Red!"
"1 've got a hundred on Puff!"
All I can think of is the sound that our
shovels make as we scrape the stained sawdust up
off the floor, how it grates and makes my teeth hurt
just to listen.
I stagger to the corner and throw up the
peanut butter sandwich from that afternoon. The
crowd is screaming encouragement. I retch again,
tears streaming down my face.
Puff rolls to one side, blood glistening wetly
on his head in the harsh light from the naked bulb.
He groans and spits out a dark puddle. I see
Samantha the Skank crying in the corner, mascara
running in great black rivers down her heavily
powdered face .
And suddenly, my mother is standing above,
me grabbing my hand and pulling me out into the
cool relief of the night. I don't ask where she's
been all evening, or where we're going. We stretch
our legs and pound our feet into the springy, wet

earth, the percussion of our furiously pounding
hearts pulsing in our eardrums.
I hear sirens in the distance. We save our
breath for running. Briars reach out and snag our
clothes and hair, embedding long sharp thorns in the
palms of our hands when we yank them away.
The air smells sweet, and pungent, and it's
the only thing that feels real.
We sleep soundly on the bus to St. Paul. If
it wasn't for the stopovers, we may have dozed the
entire mind-numbing distance.
I have but one dream all those miles.
My phantom horse rides again, galloping
from the mists of my subconscious, the clouds of fog
swirling around his sharp hooves like old times, his
breath streaming out cleanly in delicate puffs of
steam.
But this time, there is no cumbersome
saddle, or any rotting bridle. I climb upon a rock
and ease myself upon his warm back, feeling at
once calm and sure of myself.
I nudge him once, gently, with my bare
heels. He starts off eagerly, hooves thudding upon
the ground in a soothing, familiar rhythm. For the
first time, the air feels warm, almost humid, the
edge of chill gone.
I shut my eyes, spread my arms out by my
sides as if they were wings, and let myself relax.
It feels as if we were flying.

Beyond the Light
Mickey Glover
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The hospital rooms themselves smell terrible , and if you're not careful it can affect your
work. The smell is baby formula, piss, wounds,
sickness, and the god-awful disinfectant they use to
clean them all up when they spill on the floor or are
soaked into bed sheets . And to be a children's
hospital, the rooms aren't very children hospitable,
aside from the circus-animal wallpaper border.
There is as much machinery, tubing, and stainless
steel in those roonis as there is in any adult hospital,
only these instruments are smaller and more
adapted for their purpose. I could completely
understand that these kids were scared, and they
want to get away from you as much as possible you're the lady with the needles! After all, I was the
crowned empress of "Aw Hell No You're Not Touching
Me with That" when I was five or six. On several
occasions, I've thought about the carpet that covers
the walls of the drawing rooms in the lab, and I
think how easy that would have made it to get away.
They would have had to pry me down. Several times.
And how many people it would have taken to hold
me down, that's more calculation than I want to do.
But still it annoys me just a little when they
just won't hold still. "It hurts much less!" you tell
them, "And it's not like a shot at all!" But all they
think is, "needleneedleneedleneedle .... "
In a place where I was on my own and
intimidated by everything, I had a stalwart mentor
in a mal) named Jimmy; I like to think he adopted
me. One day, on a smoke break, I confessed to him
my dirty little secret - that I enjoyed sticking the
bratty ones. He just smiled his half-smile. "I dunno,"
he said, taking a drag off the cigarette. "It caters to
both sides of a person . " I saw what he was saying.
For the saintly side, I know I am helping this child,
and really wouldn't hurt him for the world under
different circumstances. For the demonic, sometimes it's fulfilling to prove to little Tommy that

sometimes you have to do things you don't want to .
That was just about enough. I got what I
That's just the way life is, little Tommy. Now, hold
needed, pulled out the needle and held my hands
palm outward all in one fleet motion. "Billy, all
still...
done. See?" He yelled something at me, but I don't
But I don't like to make the child lie down,
or have the kid held down. I remember the terror,
quite remember what . It didn ' t really matter.
the unadulterated panic I felt when the nurses
"Oh thank you so much," said Mommy, "We
screamed at me that I was scaring the other chilreally appreciate it, he's so scared of needles."
dren, that I needed to just calm down because here
"Oh, no, please, " I replied , smiling as
it comes ... as they held my arms and legs tightly to
broadly as I could, "it really was my pleasure." I
the exam table. The memory stuck with me, I guess,
turned and walked out of the room , without giving
and I can sympathize with them . And I am not the
myself the delight of seeing the expression on their
most patient of people.
faces.
Still there are the times when my patience
I've had a lot of variations on the question "Why?"
and sympathy run thin for the day. I remember once
I've had "How did you end up doing this?" and "I
going into a kid 's room, and the minute he saw me
could never do this job- how do you?" and even
put on my bright purple gloves he was set off. "No,
"How do you sleep at night?" All asked with more
you don't TOUCH me! Stupid lady! I'll punch the
than just a tinge of disgust in their voices. Even
SHIT out of you! We are finished RIGHT NOW!"
when the children ask me questions about what's
going on- "Why are you wrapping that band around
All this from a child about six years old.
• my arm? What are those little bottles for? Why do I
"Now Billy," said Dad , "Billy, no. Billy, no.
You ' re just going to have to do this, " he said,
have to do this?"- disgust is a common denominator.
I must really love kids, everyone seems to reason to
throwing a glance my way. I took that as my cue. I
stuck the needle into the huge vein around his wrist
themselves. Why? Because they're afraid of the
as quickly as I could, but Billy saw it happen. It
other possibility- that I actually like making kids cry.
didn't matter if he felt pain or not- he threw his
What they don't realize is that maybe there's one
entire body weight up about four inches off the bed
option they've forgotten. Maybe I just love phleand began thrashing around like an animal. Mom
botomy. Does that make me bad? Does it make me
held him about his stomach.
evil or malicious in a way that most people aren't,
"Billy, honey, if you stop moving, it'll go
that I actually do what people cringe to think about?
faster. That vampire will be gone soon, and they
I don't know. I take blood from children, yes. I don't
won't stick you anymore." Vampire. I hadn't said a
especially like children, no. While I'm in that room ,
thing through almost the whole ordeal, but they had
needle in hand , I'm the vilest of offenders and the
to use that word.
harbinger of tears, but there's a chance that I could
"NO mom, I HATE you, I'm LEAVING YOU
also be the great hero of the day. I could set the
HERE when I get out! Get OFF me or I'll PUNCH
tone for the rest of this child's medical needle
you!" And Billy proceeded to clout his mom as
experiences. I could be the maestro. That's a chance
sharply as he could with his free hand. My shoulders
I can't pass up, even through the mortal contempt
squared. I could feel myself quickly becoming this
from the parents and the protesting from the
child's worst nightmare.
children . Even through slipping in and out of the role
"Billy!" started Daddy Dearest, "Billy, that
of the devil.
is NOT appropriate! What would Davy Crockett do,
huh Bill? What would Davy Crockett do?"
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Sitting on the steps
Outside the gates of Graceland
Me
And that fat lady in the pink sombrero
Waiting for a velvet Elvis
People come and people go
Some say he's dead
And some don't know
But still they come
To see the home
The grounds where kings
And addicts roam
They want a velvet Elvis
Snapping photos of a dead man's grave
Willingly, they stay enslaved
To memories of days gone by
Some stop to laugh
Some stop to pray
There's someone there
Most every day
Paying homage to the velvet Elvis
They buy the towels
They buy the plates
They buy the snow-filled paperweights
They keep their hope
And try to cope
With the loss of their velvet Elvis
Velvet Elvis
On the walls
In the bedrooms
In the halls
Does it help to see him there?
With his fabracrylic stare
Nice and cushy to the touch
Overdone
But not too much
I need a velvet Elvis
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Watching Anna walk was like watching a
lioness prowl. Her long legs stretched out with each
step, calm , decisive and powerful, each muscle
fulfilled a purpose as she stealthily made her way
through the crowded restaurant. I trudged along
behind her as if in slow motion, and I saw the eyes of
the other patrons as they turned to follow her passage. Mouths hung open mid sentence and then
closed. Men swallowed and stared. Women glared at
Anna first, and then at the men with whom they were
sitting.
The host motioned us to a booth, and I
quickly slipped into one side. Anna stood at the table
edge and slowly unbuttoned her jacket. Her long,
slender fingers undid each round leather piece with
grace and femininity, the black pieces contrasted
against her pale skin. Her hands looked like porcelain,
delicate and nimble and I wished that I were one of
those buttons. I felt my face flushed hot from the
thought and busied myself with the menu in hope that
Anna had not noticed my lingering stare. Lately, I had
taken liberties to let my eyes roam over her body, her
face, her hair. At times I felt as though I might reach
out and touch that beauty as if to find the truth of its
existence. Fortunately, I had been able to restrain
myself, so far.
The unburdened leather slipped from her
bare shoulders only to be thrown haphazardly into the
corner of the booth. Her exposed alabaster neck
turned in one direction and then the other, with a
swift glance that seemed to consume the entirety of
the room. When the surveyed room turned up nothing
of interest, she, too, slid onto the vinyl-padded
bench. Her low-cut, black velvet blouse accentuated
the pearly white of her skin and drew the eye toward
her breasts. I blushed again. These subtle exposures
turned me on more and more, and I hated the way my
body responded to these glimpses, a traitor to the
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mind . My heart pounded frantically, and an undeniable pulsation wreaked havoc on my senses further
below. Yet, I could not seem to deter my attention,
and so I clenched my legs together and breathed
deeply.
I watched as she rummaged through the
pockets of the previously discarded leather mass and
withdrew a box of Camels, her latest brand.
"Gotta light?" she asked, her amber eyes
flashing in my direction. I withdrew a lighter from my
own jacket pocket and handed it over to her. She lit a
cigarette and then held out the box to me, which I
accepted gladly. I expelled one of the orange tipped
rolls and put it between my lips, happy to have
something else to concentrate on. I closed the box
and pushed it to the center of the table. I lit my own
cigarette and inhaled the aromatic scent of tobacco
as it blazed within its paper casing. The first taste of
smoke was always the most beautiful because the
lungs absorb it with the urgency of addiction. Or
obsession. It oftentimes smelled or tasted sweet, the
acrid air perfumed. I loved the first drag, and tried to
hold onto that romance as long as possible. I exhaled
and watched Anna's fingers, nails painted a deep
burgundy color, as they caressed her cigarette. An old
memory came to mind as the hazy cloud settled
around the table.
*
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One morning, when we were sixteen, Anna
stole a pack of her mother's Kents from the carton
that had lain on her desk always in sight and easily
accessible. She had stuffed them down into the back
pocket of her jeans and walked out of the house. I did
not notice the wad when she told me to meet her in
the park after school. Her voice had carried the
hushed hurriedness of a secret, her eyes gleamed
with mischief, and as usual I was intrigued. When I
reached the park later that afternoon , Anna was
situated on top of a picnic table, her face pointed
toward the blazing sun, her toned arms propped up
behind her, legs extended out and over the edge of
the wooden planks. Her limbs were long and shapely,

like those of a dancer, and every movement she made
with them seemed fluid. Just a turn of her ankles was
enough to make me breathe harder, and the crossed
and then uncrossed position of her thighs made me
ache. Her skin , though pale, glowed a warm pink as
the sun washed over her, giving a luminescent appeal
to the vision before me. She looked my way, and a
smile stretched her feline mouth , and butterflies
invaded my stomach . The sun reflected through her
eyes, and the yellow flecks seemed to blaze like
miniature fires that had been left untended. Those
eyes were both beautiful and frightening, and a small
chill ran up my back. At times, when her mood was
pensive, I imagined lightning bolts crackled within
those yellow spheres as an emotional storm brewed
over some desert plain. Other times they were bright
and almost illuminated, which made her whole face
lighten like a sun as it crawls upon the earth at dawn.
"Hey what's going on?" I asked, my own smile
both nervous and excited.
Anna turned her head back toward the sun
and took a deep breath. Without saying anything she
whirled her long legs off the side of the table and
slipped down from her perch. She grabbed her bag
and flung it over her shoulder and headed toward the
tree line at the end of the park. I was rooted in place
unsure if my legs would work or not, until she glanced
over her shoulder and said, "Come on," as though
there was certainly something I could not miss. I
followed in quiet anticipation as she moved toward
the enclave of the trees. We had come here a lot over
the last ten years, and it was the one place we always
told secrets. It was a fort made up of several large
oak and maple trees clustered together. My mind was
full of wondering as we entered into our private
place, and I could not get the smile that she had
given me out of my head .
By the time I reached the fort, Anna had
withdrawn the pack of cigarettes and had lighted one
for herself. I stared.
"Here, " she said, extending the box toward
me, her eyes on my face, "have one. I stole them
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from mom!" I looked at her face and saw her satisfaction as if instead of having lifted a pack of tobacco,
she had secretly secured something of importance.
Disappointment flooded through me, and my'heart
seemed to sink to the depths of my being. I had
imagined she had brought me here to share something
more intimate. She had taken such care to imbue
mystery that the cigarettes were quite a let down. As
though this disappointment had muted my senses, I
lifted one of the rolls from the pack and looked at it.
The summation of all my excitement seemed to be
wrapped tightly within, like the tobacco that was
rolled up in this paper in my hand. I looked at Anna,
but her eyes were lifted out toward the unveiled,
sun-streaked lawn.
I stood there for a moment and watched as
her purple painted nails flicked ashes this way and
that, her fingers subtly moving the piece between
them. Her lips parted for the roll, and her chest rose
and fell with each inhalation. Her eyes were dark in
the shade of the tree, and shadows fell across her
face blue and silent. They dressed her like lace
curtains dress a window, and I almost reached out to
touch them, to move them aside so that I might
better see the beauty beneath , forgetting the thing I
held in my hand. I looked at the cigarette with
contempt and then lit it with the matches that were
tucked between the pack and the cellophane wrapping.
The next thing I knew I was caught in a fit of
violent coughing. My eyes watered like springs. It was
horrible, that first draw of smoke, the way it burned
my throat, my lungs, my eyes and nose, and I felt my
stomach recoil. Anna watched me from beneath the
tree limbs that swayed in the gentle breeze and a
smile played at her moist mouth. The corners were
turned up just a bit, and she had a knowing look in
her eye. I expected her to laugh out loud as her
sinister eyes seemed to be, but instead she moved
toward me and patted my back.
"Are you o.k.?" she asked.
I nodded and tried to steady myself. I felt the

warmth of the hand on my back as it meant to soothe
away the discomfort, and I pulled the burning thing to
my mouth and tried again. Damned if I would choke
out now. It was a gesture, what kind I was not sure,
but I was not going to just throw it down and crush it
with my heel. I sucked timidly the second time and
waited as the hot smoke moved through me. / will not
cough. I will not cough!
"I should have warned you. I had the same
reaction the first time I tried, too." My eyes met hers,
and she read the question there. "Oh, I lifted one of
mom's from the ashtray when she wasn't looking, but
that was years ago really. This is my first whole one."
She said the last part as though the idea of her first
cigarette and mine were a bond between us.
Her voice had been soft and melodic, her
smile genuine, and my frustration melted away. I
watched her walk back to her station against the
tree, her dark curls struggled against the bark, and I
inhaled. After the initial shock and stink of the thing,
the smoke did not smell so bad. It even tasted sweet.
My head was dizzy and thought seemed to escape me
as I imbibed its essence. Anna's eyes met mine, and
she smiled openly again. Her face had a glow despite
the shadows, and I let myself look at her for a long
time. When I had finished the cigarette, I threw the
end to the ground and watched as the toe of my shoe
came down upon it, vanquishing the last light of it.
I stood, waited, wondering if this was all
there was to the mystery, when she looked at me and
said, "I'm going to do it with Cole tonight!" I heard
the words, and at first did not understand what she
meant. Then the weight of those words seemed to
explode in my head, and my heart jumped. We were
both virgins to that point, and I thought we would
always be, in some weird way. But here she was,
standing so still across from me, planning to end it
all.
"Why Cole?" I asked. He was a boy in our
biology class, and, though he was nice, he was not
much of a thinker. "I didn't even know you two had
anything going." My voice sounded forced to my own

ear. Anna and I had been best friends for TEN whole
years, and we had always shared everything with each
other. Now, here she was, filling me in on something
we had not talked about, with someone I had barely
even noticed since we had started high school.
"Well, I bumped into him at the mall a few
months ago, and we started talking.... " She looked at
me through those dark lashes and went on. "He was
real nervous and fidgeted nonstop. It was really
sweet. Anyway, we have been writing notes to each
other between class since then, and he even came
over to the house last week. We have only kissed up
'til now, but there is something in the way that he
touches me, on the arm, on the face, that makes my
blood boil! It makes me want more. So, I figure who
better to do it with the first time. I think he is a
virgin, too. "
I could not find anything to say. All I could do
was look at the ground and imagine Cole, of blue eyes
and blond hair, with his hands all over Anna's silky
skin . Something broke, or shifted, or opened up in me
then, and I felt the jealously spread all through my
veins. I could not explain why I was jealous, not even
to myself. Not then anyway. All I knew was that once
Cole had penetrated my Anna , I would be different.
Something between us would have changed. I did not
realize that the thing that was changing was me, but
then who knows anything at sixteen.
Regardless of how I felt, I knew I had to say
something. Anna was my best friend, and this was
something we had talked about in hushed whispers as
some almost impossible rite of passage. Deep down I
knew there was a part of her that wanted me to be as
excited as she was· and wanted me to encourage that
excitement. I swallowed hard.
"So, where are you two going to go?" I asked,
feeling small and vulnerable. "I mean, I am going to
get a phone call after all is said and done, right?" I
smiled her way and tried to let go of the anger that
had embedded itself inside of me.
"Of course you will!" she said as she rushed
to me and threw her arms around my neck. I leaned

my head into her hair and inhaled. We would both be
different after tonight- that was something I knew.
We talked a while longer, Anna hopping around from
spot to spot as though she could not contain herself. I
almost wept to see her so excited, and I wondered at
the mix of feelings that was creeping over me. I felt
like something about to erupt, silent for the moment,
but full of a raging energy. Like molten lava, burning
away beneath the earth that would eventually begin
to surface, only to flood the land with its volatile
erupti9ns.
*
*
*
The waiter's voice brought me back from my
reverie and I smashed the butt in the ashtray. "Can I
get you ladies something to drink?" Anna looked up
into the waiter's face and ordered a white wine. I saw
his eyes cover her face, her neck, the exposed flesh
of her bosom before he began to write on his little
pad.
"And for you?" he asked, his eyes turned
toward me.
"I will have the same," I said, watching as his
eyes went back to Anna. "In fact bring us a whole
bottle, please." He left the table with great hesitance
and looked back at Anna twice. I had seen that look
before. The faces of men looked upon her with
desire. They envisioned their hands in her tangled
hair, their fingers tracing patterns across her face,
down her neck, over her breasts, their lips hovering
above hers as she looked deep into their eyes beckoning them inside. It was tragic, really, that I knew all
of this. Tell-tale signs that I, too, had visited those
same spots and imagined those same visions.
Anna leaned back against the seating, her
arm elegantly extended along the top wooden beam,
revealing the dove-whiteinside of her arm. When the
waiter returned , her head raised toward him expectantly, as though she knew he would be there at that
exact moment. His eyes took this in, and he smiled at
her. He held in his hands a tray which carried the
wine we had ordered and two glasses, which tinkled
as he set them down just a hair too close to each

1:

:.6
bl)
C

~

u

0

::c

other. He held the labeled wine up for Anna to
inspect, and she nodded as he began to pour the
iridescent yellow liquid into one of the glasses. He
held this out to her and waited as she let the bitter
turn to sweet, rolling it over her tongue and then
swallowing, before he filled the glass halfway. The
second glass was taken up and filled and then set
before me, as the waiter's eyes traveled between his
task and Anna's face. Sourness tortured my stomach
and anger ran through me. How dare he stare at her
like that? How dare any of them. She is not some
piece of fanciful flesh there for their pleasure! UGH!
My mind ached in its restrictive space, which seemed
too small to comprehend the enormity of my jealousy.
I wanted to smack this man's face, to gouge his eyes,
to yell at him and release the tensions that I had
repressed for so long. I wanted to tell her not to play
up to this man or any of the countless others, for it
hurt me too badly to see her flirt with them, even if I
knew I would probably never get the same attention.
I wanted to run from the table, out into the warm
night air and let the cool, dark breezes wash this taint
from my heart and clear my head . I wanted to be able
to think without thoughts of her invading my eyes at
every turn. I wanted to hold her in my arms, to kiss
her lips, to feel that soft flesh beneath my hand and
have those eyes turned my way in expectant anticipation. I wanted to be free from fear that she would
hate me. Damn it!
"Would you like to order now?" asked the
man, pointedly looking at Anna.
Anna moved her arm back to her side and
murmured a "yes" as her eyes roamed over the menu
with careful consideration. I watched her mouth
move as she placed her order, the way her head
turned to look at him. The way one elbow rested on
the edge of the table, her other hand in her hair,
twisting a long strand of ebony into a corkscrew. She
was so feminine and majestic and innocent all at the
same time. I wanted to fly over the separation and
take her in my arms. I was getting antsy, and there
was a burning in my mind, a fever almost. I felt as

though I might explode at any moment now. I heard
my own voice eke something out, and then the waiter
was off. I will not last the night! Not like this. There
is no way I can sit here so close to her with all of
these emotions coming to the surface and pretend
that I do not love her. That I do not want her! Oh
God, what am I to do now? My mind buzzed and my
heart pounded some primitive rhythm, and I sipped
from the glass that reflected light through its watery
contents, words trapped just inside my mouth.
I watched as Anna lifted the wine to her lips,
as she swallowed the sweetness of the drink. The
dimmed light cast yellow shadows over her translucent skin. She lifted another cigarette to her mouth
and inhaled. The rise and fall of her chest was
seductive, and the exhalation of breath barely
audible. She set the glass back on the table and
traced patterns along the bowled bottom with one of
her long fingers. I watched that finger and wondered
what it might taste like if I was to raise it to my
mouth.
"Erin? Hey, Erin, are you ok?" she asked
"What?" The gentle huskiness of her voice
brought me back to myself, and I could feel my
cheeks burn.
"Are you ok?" she asked again, concern
evident in her enormous eyes as she leaned toward
me, her elbows resting on the table, her taut stomach
straining against the wood. "You look kind of
flushed."
"I'm fine, " I said, my voice unsteady, "Must
be the wine. "
"Well, you better take it easy," she said as
her body shifted back against the booth and she
watched me below drowsy lashes. "You looked a
million miles away."
"I was... l was just thinking, that's all, " I said,
as I reverted my gaze back to my own glass.
"Must have been deep." She smiled. I wanted
to cry.
"Not really, " I stammered, letting my eyes
run over her face, sojourn there momentarily, and
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then quickly shift back to my glass.
"Well, you're a bit red," she exclaimed , not
believing my feeble excuse. Her eyes held mine, and I
could not look away. Her smile was sincere, and I felt
myself smile back. "Must have been good," she
laughed.
"Yeah, " I croaked. The waiter came to the
table with a magnificent tray of food which he set
down on a small support at the foot of our table. He
used a thick, white towel to move the steaming
plates to their positions in front of us, ever careful of
the heat beneath.
"Would you like Parmesan with that?" he
asked, his question once again directed toward Anna.
I watched as she shook her head yes, as her soft
brown-black curls danced over her shoulders and
around her face. Those curls looked like silk ribbons,
shiny and soft in the candlelight that flickered to and
fro, and I wished to be able to reach out and feel one
of them. I wanted that hair to stream down over my
face, my hands within, as I worked those twists into a
frenzy. I could smell the jasmine from across the
table, and it calmed me. She always used jasmine.
The waiter ground the cheese over her plate, and a
smile pulled at his lips all the while. From his vantage
point he could probably see quite a way down her
shirt. Pig!
"And you?" the man asked, his attention
suddenly thrust upon me.
"Huh? Oh, yes, thank you, " I grumbled. He
proceeded to layer the pasta on my plate with the
fluffy white stuff until it was almost too thick. "That's
fine" I said, a signal that he should be done. He
looked at me, ground the cheese once more and then
moved the grater back to the tray beside him.
"Is there anything else I can get for you ladies
right now?" Once again his gaze attempted to impress
every curve of Anna's face on to his little brain.
"Everything looks fine," Anna said, her face
again upturned toward the man, a wide smile exposing perfect ivory teeth.
"Well then, I will check back in a few min-

utes, " he said , and then lifted the tray to his shoulder
and walked away. I watched his receding back until he
had entered the kitchen, and then I let my eyes
wander back to my plate. The dish smelled wonderful, the herbs intermingled within the slick noodles
and my stomach gave a tremendous roar. I had not
realized that I was so hungry until the food had been
put before me. Now I was ravenous!
We ate and drank in silence for quite some
time, and I found comfort in being left to my thoughts
and memories. My fork twisted and turned the pasta,
and bite after bite found its way to my eager mouth.
The sauce was perfect, and I reveled in the creamy
white thickness, the her~s tenderly littered therein. I
lifted my hand and felt the wineglass warm in my
palm, and I sipped from the drink appreciatively. The
more I drank, the easier it was for me to contemplate
what it was that I wanted to say to Anna. Sobriety
birthed my fear of being rejected, and the solace of
the alcohol was a welcomed release. Even my own
thoughts did not seem to plague me any more. In
fact, they seemed to make ~ense for the first time in
almost ten years, for that is how long I had suffered
with questions of my own emotion, denying my
feelings. I remembered all the times I had wanted to
admit something to her and yet, had stuffed those
ideas deep down, only to recall them later as the
memories came to haunt me. As we continued our
meal, I tried to recall when it was that I had first
realized that I had more than platonic feelings for my
dear friend. Another memory presented itself before
my eyes.

•

•

•

Once, when we had first moved out and off
to college together, there was an incident in which I
almost told her of the feelings I had. She was standing
outside the shower stall dripping wet and calling for
me to bring her a towel. Her wet curls hung weighted
down her back dripping onto the mat. Tiny rivers ran
down from the top of her head, over her sculpted
shoulders and her round breasts, to her stomach and
thighs as though they were searching for someplace
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to pool together. I had watched in the mirror, rubbed
a tiny circle in the clouded glass and pretended to be
examining my own hair, a zit, anything, as she
wrapped herself in the soft thick brownness of the
terrycloth . My eyes had followed her movements, the
way she used the fabric to gingerly soak up the
rivulets that ran over her entire body. That done, she
took to her hair, using the towel this way and that
until the water no longer ran freely down her back
and each ripple showed signs of becoming a perfect
curl once again. She stepped over to the sink, where I
was still under the pretense of some chore, and began
to moisturize her face. Even her lotions smelled of
jasmine, and I felt myself inhaling deeply. She had
smiled. When she finished with her face, she gathered
the towel around her and headed to her room. Again,
my eyes followed her, watching her long legs traverse
the few feet to the opened door, completely exposed
but for the towel that stopped just below the roundness of her buttocks. I remember thinking I wanted to
run my hands over those legs, to kiss the insides of
those milky thighs that were now rosy and steaming.
It was the first time I had ever consciously allowed
myself to think about Anna in a sexual way, and it
quite surprised me. I turned my eyes to my reflection ,
searching for some kind of answer. My heart beat
wildly, and something like embarrassment ran through
my veins, to my face, to my heart and pulsed there,
as between my legs. These feelings would change
everything for me.
I had decided then that I_would ignore the
feelings that I had experienced and go on about my
life. That worked for a while, but the image of her
naked flesh standing before me, water droplets
caressing her heat-stained skin, vapor rising into
space around her like clouds over a distant mountain,
sneaked up on me and invaded my thoughts while I
did the dishes or tried to read. I would feel my own
heat rising through my body. There were other
incidents, too, glimpses really, but I always came
back to this one. Sometimes when I was alone I
fantasized that I had the towel in my hands as I wiped

each droplet from her body before it could complete
its course. I knelt before her, letting my finger tips
lightly brush the skin of her thighs, her arms, her
stomach and neck as I dried the exposed flesh. As
time went on my fantasies became more explicit,
more sensual, and I made love to her almost daily.
Something had started to change within me, my
feelings toward her had grown into something other
than friendship, and that scared me. I was not willing
to admit to myself what this change meant for me,
but I recognized that it was there. I did not even
know if I wanted to verbalize my longing, for that
would make it real. I was afraid to risk losing the one
person in the world who meant the most to me. I was
afraid of losing myself.

•

•

•

This memory danced in my head as I watched
her sample from her own plate. Most of my hesitance
stemmed from the thought of being labeled homosexual or lesbian , for I did not think that either one of
those terms was what I had become. It felt more like
love, pure and simple, and I detested the thought of
that being made less by naming it something other
than such . My mind reeled with the contemplation of
how I was going to bring this awareness to light, and
my appetite di minished.
I moved the plate to the edge of the table
and brought my glass closer to me. I looked down into
its contents and could make out the fa int reflection
of my own eyes. The light swayed back and forth ,
which made the wine seem to dance within its glass
containment, and I found myself slipping my finger
down into its depths. I wanted to feel the light
movement of the warm substance as it swirled about
my finger, though I knew that it as not really moving. I
brought that finger to my mouth and licked the
subtlety from it. Combined with the salt of my own
flesh , it was a most delicious taste, and I repeated
the gesture again. This elicited a laugh from Anna ,
and I looked up to see her own finger slide down into
her glass, mirroring the motion I had just made. I
could not help but laugh with her.

"I have never tried it this way before, " she
said, her eyes bright with childlike wonder, as she
inserted and withdrew her own finger several times. I
watched as the polished nail immersed itself in the
wine and then glistened momentarily before being
pushed between the succulent lips that held it loosely
while her tongue tasted the thing. Our eyes met, and
I noticed a glow that seemed to gleam there as
though she were teasing me to some sort of conclusion. Her finger rested on her lower lip for a moment,
and then she slowly withdrew it, letting it draw
across the skin in slow motion , her eyes never leaving
my own. My heart jumped into my throat, and I could
feel a pulsing wetness between my legs. Is she flirting
with me?
Anna's laugh filled the room, and I saw from
the corner of my eye as several heads turned in our
direction. I could hear the pounding of my heart in my
ears, its palpitations traveled from my head to my
sex, and everything began to throb. I looked away
from Anna and tried to concentrate on the room , the
lights, the candles, the other people sitting so closely
by, but my mind stayed in that moment that had just
transpired. I could barely move, though I wanted to
so badly. I sat as still as possible and was overcome
with the urge to laugh . I wondered what this looked
like to the other people who sat watching us. I
wondered what thoughts were going through Anna's
head . Was she as turned on as I was, or was that last
show of seduction just a playful game to her? Or was
it all truly innocent? This was the first time she had
ever shown any kind of sensual attention, and I was
dying to know if there was any truth in her intent.
I laughed out loud , and after a few moments
our laughter subsided into quiet appreciation, and
silence swarmed around the table. I looked to Anna ,
who pushed her own plate away and wondered if she
knew how deeply that gesture had affected me. She
withdrew two cigarettes from the pack and held one
out to me. My fingers brushed hers during the transaction , and I felt an electric charge surge through my
hand , travel up my arm and settle into my chest. I

felt my nipples harden , and again , a heated flush
settled over me like a thi n covering, restraining any
movement. I lit mine and then passed the lighter, but
she turned her head toward the waiter who had come
back, and let her hand fall to the edge of the table.
"How was everything?" he asked , his voice
small and reserved. He watched Anna with that same
hungry look as though he was working up the courage
to say something more.
"Everything was great," she replied , expanding her full lips into a semi smile. "Especially the
wine. " My heart skipped a beat, and I looked at her as
she turned her gaze to me. "Wasn ' t the wine delicious, Erin?" Her question seemed to hide some
deeper understanding, as if we had just shared some
kind of secret joke.
"Yes, it was perfect, " came my feeble reply. I
wanted to say yes, that it was the best wine that I
had ever had , that the playful interlude had birthed a
new appreciation for me, but I kept my mouth shut.
The man removed the plates and asked if we would
like desert. My mind screamed YES! , but not the kind
that would come from his kitchen.
"No, thank you, " the husky voice said , "none
for me. What about you, Erin? You want something
sweet?" She was toying with me! Oh, my god! Or was
it just the wine that clouded my ability to judge her
intent, to take an innocent comment for what it was?
"No, thank you , " came from my mouth .
"Well then , I will be right back with your
check, " said the waiter, and then he moved away. I
blew smoke at his back and wished I could have blown
it into his face . Anna lighted her own cigarette and
inhaled. God, she is beautiful! As she leaned back in
the seat, her hair pinned behind her, I had a clear
view of the graceful curvature of her neck. The way
her head was tilted made an S shape from her jaw to
collar bone, and I imagined tracing my fingers over
·that bend . I could almost feel her skin beneath my
hand as it traveled slowly from one place to another.
Then I moved on . I saw my hand moving from her
neck to the unveiled expanse of skin that was before

her breasts. While one hand played in her hair, the
other would slowly make its way over the raised
prominence of flesh that protested against her
blouse.
The waiter interrupted my fantasy once again
when he came back to us with the check. It was
tucked securely between the folds of a small leather
book as though it needed some protection . He
hesitated after setting the folder down , and I could
see he was searching for something to say.
"Is there anything else I can do for you?" That
is what he came up with. He turned his head in my
direction, just briefly, and then resumed his private
worship of Anna's face . She looked over to me and
smiled , and then shook her head no, her mass of hair
frolicking over those half-exposed shoulders.
"I don't think so, " she responded .
"Well, I hope you both have a wonderful
evening, " said the man, "and come back again
sometime."
Again that feline stretch of her mouth showed
itself, and she shifted her body so that she faced the
young man more directly. "I am sure we will, " she
said. She toyed with the thin , gold chain that decorated her neck and looked up into his face with all
the wanting she could muster. I could see the excitement on the man's face and knew that he did not
want to leave the table. Finally, he left. I hate that
man! My thought shocked me, and I wondered yet
again at the jealousy that I felt over some stranger
that would probably never see Anna again .
"Men are so easy," she said , as she lighted
yet another cigarette. We still had a couple of drinks
of wine in front of us, and I did not want to leave
until we had finished it all. I wished that the wine
would last forever. Maybe if I could take in enough of
its potency, I could come clean to Anna and myself
about my feelings. With every drink, I found myself
mulling over new ideas I wanted to express, sure that
they would manifest themselves into words soon . I
poured myself some more and then refilled Anna's
glass as well. That was the end of it. All my liquid

courage drained from the bottle. Maybe I should
order some more?
Anna opened the leather folder and glanced
at the contents. She studied the bill momentarily,
turned it over, and then replaced it between the
folds. Then she began to laugh . Her laugh , like her
voice, was seductive, and it found its way inside my
skin where it vibrated its cadence. I started to laugh
myself, her giggling was so infectious, and I picked up
the bill to see what had tickled her so. Nothing
unusual on the front, other than the appearance of
the ink that had bled through from the other side. I
flipped the paper over, and my smile died. The waiter
had included his name and number and a sweet
message, all of which was aimed toward Anna. I
turned the paper back to the front and tabulated my
share. Instead of finding this incident funny, as Anna
had, I was fraught with indignation at the boldness of
this man. Idiot! I might as well not have been sitting
there at all. I tried to cover my resentment and anger
with a tight smile and a small warbled noise that
sounded vaguely like a laugh. Anna quieted down a
bit and then looked at me closely, her eyes narrowed,
and the gaiety that had lighted upon her face just
seconds before became subdued and then died out
altogether.
Her brows knit together and her eyes
searched mine imploringly, her luscious mouth
creeping downward into a frown. I hated and loved
that fact that she knew something was wrong, though
I doubted that she could guess the extent of my
torment. How could I have expected her not to
notice? Maybe I had just deluded myself the whole
time, forced myself to believe that she had not felt
all those stolen glances. How could she not know?
"Is something wrong?" she asked her voice
soft and the question lingering in the air between us.
"What has upset you, Erin?"
I studied her face for a few moments, so
tempted to spill my thoughts out before her. But I
could not do it, and so I sat there silently and languished in my lack of will. Finally, I found my voice

::i::

0

n
~

::,
(Jq

~
-,
0.

w

""

"O
L

E

bl)

C

~

u
0

:c

and said, "Nothing is wrong, I'm just really tired and I
think the wine has gone to my head." It sounded like
a solid excuse to me, but when I looked back up and
met her eyes, I could tell she had not bought that
line. I could not bear her staring, so I looked away. I
had half a glass left, and I absorbed myself in finishing
it off. The pack of cigarettes lay close by, and I
reached for it without asking, not that I needed to
anyway. I had my hand over the box ready to pull it in
my direction when Anna's silky fingers covered mine,
softly at first, and then with a firmness as she moved
to grasp my hand .
"I know something is bothering you. Why
can't you tell me what it is?" I could hardly bear her
concern , and I felt the tears well up in my eyes,
threatening to spill forth at any moment. I did not
want to do this. I couldn't. Not here, not now. Maybe
not ever.
"I'm just tired, " I said and drank the rest of
my wine in one gulp. She sat there watching me
intently for a while and then pulled her wallet from
her purse. She laid down the bills and then climbed
out of the booth.
"Let's get out of here," she suggested ,
already reaching for her coat.
"Okay, " I agreed . I grabbed my own jacket
and bag and scooted out into the aisle. I moved
toward the exit and could feel Anna 's closeness
behind me. We walked out into the night as she
proceeded to sink her arms into the sleeves of her
coat. She left the buttons undone and I was glad,
though not really sure why.
We walked to her car in silence, the moon
spilling forth its light, and I thought about how I
would tell her of the thoughts that had taken shape in
my mind. The black pavement seemed eerily silent as
it reflected silvery shadows under my feet. I could see
an image of myself reflected in the vagueness, and I
felt as though I could sink ·into its oceanic depths,
never to return. I wanted to sink. I wanted to let go
of the restricted feeling that had held me captive for
so long. But what if letting go of it all meant I could

no longer be in Anna's life. How do you tell your best
friend that you love her with your entire soul? How do
you tell another woman that you are in love with her?
I could hear Anna's heels on the pavement, her stride
overtaking my own as we approached the car. My
mind was full as we bundled ourselves in , and I knew
that my revelation was close at hand. My heart would
surely break if it remained in such torturous silence
any longer, and losing Anna was a risk I was going to
have to take. / will tell her tonight, I thought, as I
closed the passenger side door. I glanced over at
Anna, and my mind screamed, / love you! The ignition
started, and I watched her face as we drove away. I
tried to impress everything about her on my mind. I
loved her; I knew that now, and admitting it to myself
unlocked the door behind which my feelings had
longed to emerge for so many years. Even if I lost
Anna, I was about to find myself, and being able to
admit who I was and what I felt was a relief. I sighed
deeply, knowing what was to come, and smiled at my
reflection in the window. I had surfaced.
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She stood in the tiny stall of the women's
restroom, watching the toilet flush. She had always
been fascinated by it. One small little handle makes
the machine suck all the water and muck down into
an abyss and out through unknown pipes and passageways. All that is left is the clean water flowing down
the sides, waiting for the next pull. In the abyss, the
water flows through endless murky passages, travel·
ing God knows where, and ends in some unknown lake
or landfill too rotten and disgusting to think about.
Fascinating. She turned when the water finally
stopped and unlocked the door.
Several women stood in front of the sinks,
brushing their hair and reapplying their makeup. She
walked to an empty sink and looked at herself in the
mirror. She didn't like her face; it never seemed quite
pretty enough. She could be beautiful, she knew that,
but there were always certain features she hated. Her
teeth were slightly crooked and her nose curved to
the right side of her face. Her hair always looked
frizzy from humidity; it would never quite comb down
to her head. After a few seconds of mild disgust, she
turned away and walked to the door.
She walked through the casino, taking in the
familiar atmosphere, and decided to try her luck at
the slot machines. The handle called to her, begged
her to spend her money, to pull the lever. She loved
the smooth rhythm of clink, pull, whirr, stop, stop,
stop .. . ohh- a sigh of disappointment. Always, "Well,
the next one will win." Again: clink, pull, whirr, stop,
stop, stop .. . ohh. Within the first five minutes, she
became addicted to the high-strung, hopeful tension
of the air, and the emotions written on the faces of
the lucky or disappointed gamblers around her.
She went back repeatedly, changing a twenty,
spending all the coins at the slots, then roaming the
casino, wishing she had more to press her luck with.
She walked through the brightly lit room , looking at
the many tables and machines that could so easily
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hand someone a fortune, then take double back in
the next round. She desperately wished she knew the
secrets.
·
She hung around the casino as if it were a
playground. She flirted with the dealers, talked to the
regulars from each table, and knew who won and who
lost. "Lose that bet again, Ray? Maybe it's time to go
home," she would say with a wink, then tuck her hair
back with a shy smile. She ordered drinks at the bar
and talked casually to the men on neighboring stools,
but refused invitations to join them at a table. She
watched every new face that came into the bar. That
was where she first saw him.
He had small, narrow eyes, fixed closely
together above his thin nose. The pupils darted
behind his squinty lids, keeping track of all the
movement around him. As he walked towards her, his
head followed his eyes. He walked slowly, carefully,
as if everyone were watching him. His back was
straight, arms moving back and forth stiffly. His neatly
shaved face showed off the crisp lines of his jaw. His
hair was tinted red, giving his whole body the appearance of a fox.
He had stopped in front of her, almost
expectantly. She waited for him to smile or a:;k her
name, but for nearly a minute he just stood next to
her, looking around at the card tables.
"How would you like for me to win a little
cash for you?" His voice was low and smooth, like a
snake charmer calling to his pet. Surprised, she
looked at him for a minute, thinking, Is he really
talking to me?
She pointed challengingly towards the
blackjack table. When he nodded, she led him
towards the dealer, noticing that he walked slightly
behind her. She stiffened up, feeling awkward under
his gaze, though she wasn't sure he was really
looking. He pulled some chips out of his pocket, then
sat down in the empty chair. She stood behind him,
looking over his right shoulder.
She watched his quiet pose, back straight,
alert as if he were about to strike out at the table. He

sat with his legs slightly apart, left hand on his knee,
right hand on the table, ready for the cards. He
moved his hand with small turns of the wrist to
accept or reject the offered cards.
When finished, new chips in his hand worth
about twenty dollars, he turned around and looked up
at her. "Now why don't I go buy you a drink with
this?" He stood up, then leaned in and kissed her
quickly. He turned and walked towards the bar
without looking back. Confused, she stared for a
second, then realized, He wants me. A man like that
wants me. I wonder why?
She followed him, fascinated by his confidence and charm. How does he know that I will
follow him? Why does he think he can just expect me
to accept his attention? How did he get to be so self·
confident? She felt drawn to him, curious and excited
to see what he would do or say next. When he
reached the bar, he ordered a whiskey and a glass of
white wine. Finally, he turned to see that she was
there. He gave a knowing grin, one cheek dimpling
up, in response to her casual attempt at a smile. He
picked up their drinks and led her to a table in the
quieter section of the bar.
They made no arrangements, but she learned
that he came to the casino several times a week. She
started appearing more, looking for him only to find
him seemingly waiting for her at the bar. It made her
feel attractive, and she felt he needed her, if for no
more than good luck. She would choose what game he
would gamble on, then watch, standing silently near
him. He played well, usually taking more than he
brought in. He always played "for her," but kept the
winnings, spending a few dollars on a glass of white
wine, then renting a room for th~m in the hotel above
the casino. She loved watching, being a part of the
action without taking on the risk herself. She could
see his tension and release when he won, his frustrated determination when he lost. He seemed to like
her to be next to him, just sitting there smiling for
him, but not interrupting his conversations or
thoughts.

Honorable Mention
Negative Space

John Freese
Carved bricks
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Once, a man came up to them while they
were finishing a game of poker. He turned towards
the man, his back facing her. "Hey Dan, how are you,
man?"
"Good. I was just noticing you've been
cleaning out the dealer. Got any good tips?"
"Nope. Just good luck." He smiled, laughing
a little, and looked up at her. She smiled back, ready
to find out who this friend was.
"Thanks, man. I'll need it." Dan paused,
glanced at her questioningly, then continued, "Tonight and tomorrow." Another pause. She gave him a
little half smile, waiting for him to introduce himself.
Instead, she heard him ask, "Will you be at my
presentation tomorrow morning?"
"No. My department sent Charles to review
it. Are you ready?" That was rude. He couldn't have
forgotten about me.
"Yes, but I'm worried that the proposal won't
be accepted."
"It will. I know you've gone over every last
detail. Besides, they wouldn't have let you research
the project if they didn't want to accept it." / should
just introduce myself. Why should I just be here in
the background? I mean something to him. His
friends should know it, too.
"Thanks. Well, I guess I should get going.
Hope your luck keeps up."
"Thanks, Dan. Bye." They shook hands. The
man walked away, still looking at her with a puzzled
expression, as if trying to remember who she was.
Tonight had been a bad night for him. He had
lost everything at poker, and was easily annoyed. She
tried to rub his back as they were walking, but he
shrugged off her hands. I'm just trying to be nice, she
thought. Relax. They walked across the casino floor
towards her favorite area. Before leaving, they
always ended the evening with the slots, spending the
last of their change on the chance that the pull of the
handle would bring them good luck. She was enthralled by the slot machines.

She asked him for a quarter and kissed him
quickly on the cheek when he turned it over to her.
She ignored the frown on his face as she withdrew to
face the machine. He stood beside her as she placed
his quarter into the machine and put her hand on the
lever. The handle clanged as she pulled it down, held
it for a fraction of a second , then released with a
rattling noise. The coin was instantly sucked into the
machine. She wondered vaguely if there were some
secret passageways that the quarter traveled directly
into the casino vault, then sighed when the three
pictures appeared to show them they had lost. One
more attempt was enough to convince them that they
should leave with the change they had left.
As they walked toward the door, two women
in tight miniskirts with brightly colored faces headed
straight for them. She groaned softly, causing him to
look at her, but put on a smile as the girls called out
to her like friends who hadn't seen each other in
years.
"These are friends from work, Stacy and
Amanda." She had barely introduced him before they
started in on the latest gossip.
"Why weren't you at the company picnic?
You should have seen the outfit Maria wore," said
Stacy.
Amanda gave them a knowing look and
nodded her head in agreement. "It was terrible! And
the guy she was with! You have to wonder where she
picked up a man like that."
He looked at the two women casually, with a
little disgust that only she saw, then turned to her
and said, "I need a drink. Why don't you meet me at
the bar when you're done here and we'll go out to
dinner." Surprised at the mention of a dinner date,
she turned back to her friends as he sauntered away
over their shoulders.
"Why didn't you tell us about him?" "He's
cute!" "Where did you meet him?" "How did he ask
you out?" "Does he bring you any flowers?"
"I met him here. So, what are you doing
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Honorable Mention
Look Atcha All Up There

Jeremiah Jenkins

~ TI lUlm Bronze and stone

here, anyway?" she asked , distracted. Over their
shoulders she saw hi m ordering a shot of whiskey
from the bartender. She listened half-heartedly as her
friend told her the story of how she met her latest
boyfriend , where he took her on their first date, how
late he was, what kind of car he drove, and how
much he paid for the French dinner they ate last
night. She glanced towards the bar repeatedly,
knowing that to every other human in the world she
appeared rude and uninterested. Stacy didn't even
notice her preoccupation.
He glanced her way every now and then with
an irritated look on his face. As time went on, he
glared at her, a scowl shadowing his handsome
features. I probably should try and leave. Well , he's
made me wait before. I should be able to talk to my
friends if I want. He can wait for me.
She looked back to Stacy and made an effort
to pay attention to the story she was telling, but
noticed him as he drained his third drink, then pushed
away from the bar, walking toward the pay phones.
She thought she heard the thud of his glass on the bar
and the scrape of the stool against the hardwood
floor as he got up to leave. She tried desperately to
curtail the conversation. "Did you come to play cards
tonight?"
Stacy fidgeted with some change she had
been digging out of her purse. "Well, we thought
we'd go for the slot machines first. "
She had an image of the smooth handle, the
pull of weight, and the drop of a quarter being sucked
into strange passageways. "You'll need more than
spare change if you plan on winning anything," she
laughed. "Anyway, I really need to go. This is our first
dinner date, and I don't want to keep him waiting all
night."
She wished them luck, promised to come take
a coffee break as soon as she came in to work so that
they could finish telling her the gossip. They finally
left, stopping at the nearest machine. She watched
them for a minute, then turned and headed toward
the bar. She sauntered slowly towards his recently

emptied space at the counter, pulling in all her
seductive powers as she walked . She scanned the
room , looking for his distinctive hai r, but all she saw
were the blues and grays of business suits milling
about in the crowd.
He was nowhere. Thinking he had gone to the
men's room , she sat at the bar and ordered a drink,
slowly crossed her legs after picking up the glass, and
turned around to face the crowd.
After a while, a nice-looking man in a neat,
dark gray suit approached her and offered to buy her
a second glass of wine. She refused , telling him that
she was waiting for someone else. She sat at the
counter facing the area of the phones, restrooms and
doors. A few minutes later, she began to get restless.
He was finally going to take her out to dinner, and he
was nowhere in sight.
She felt annoyed sitting there. I should get up
and leave. No one is forcing me to stay here. If he
wants me, he should have to come and beg for me. If
only he would come back so that he would see me
leave.
She sat there, clicking her nails on the
counter, staring into the crowd. She thought of his
smooth hands, the way his shirt sleeve just touched
the bone on his wrist. His trademark blue suit was
always perfectly tailored , showing off his handsome
face. She thought of how he would come through the
door in just a minute and smile, that knowing smile
that he had given her the first time he bought her a
drink. His eyes would sparkle, and they would walk
hand-in-hand out of the bar to some fancy restaurant.
All this she thought with a far off look in her
eyes and a sad smile on her face . She would wait a
little longer.
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An inviting color... yellow;
a smiley face ... definitely yellow;
our school colors ... have yellow;
caution signs ... abundantly yellow;
flowers ... sometimes yellow;
cartoon hair... also yellow;
flags ... few yellow;
cars ... rarely yellow;
speed bumps ... annoyingly yellow;
cap, on the Napa truck ... partially yellow;
sirens ... bright yellow;
camel sign ... florescent yellow;
mello-yellow;
merge left sign ... flashing yellow;
graffiti. .. okay, yellow;
road lines ... consistently yellow;
gas line warning post ... painted yellow;
newspaper stand ... faded yellow;
bucket ... contains yellow;
"stop underage smoking," on the
side of an ashtray... it was yellow;
Mr. Bojangles ... too much yellow;
bumper stickers ... one was yellow;
bridge warning ... striped yellow;
stop lights ... temporarily yellow;
a cigarette sign ... dull yellow;
words ... can be yellow;
"best" ... written in yellow.
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The sun ... cowardly yellow;
no sun today... no yellow;
yesterday... was yellow;
enough ... yellow;
look away... everything's blue;
it's ... true.

ALREADY

Tim McDonald
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No one believed. They listened at his heart,
Little-less- nothing!- and that ended it.
No more to build on there. And they, since they
Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.
- Robert Frost
"Out, Out- "

Mom was fixing quail for her big game cookout
when she told me about Megan's death.
"Where's Shane?" I asked as I came in the door.
My stepbrother was supposed to have come up from
Knoxville to join his father and other hunting buddies as
they ate the fowl they had killed the previous fall. But
neither his ragtop Jeep nor he was anywhere in sight.
'Well, let me tell you what happened to Shane,"
she said as she turned from her frying pan.
"Oh, God," I thought.
"Do you remember Shane's little cousin-in-law
Megan?"
"Yes," I said, recalling the picture Shane's wife
had shown me when she took Megan to an 'N SYNC
concert. I remembered blond hair, but not really a face.
"She was killed last night."
"Oh, no. How?"
I listened to my mother tell how Megan, just
fourteen years old, and her family had been camping the
night before in the Great Smoky Mountains. She and her
five-year-old nephew, Austin, were sleeping in a concrete
block addition on the side of the main cabin. Within
minutes, a storm came and blew over an old oak tree,
which fell onto the addition. The wall collapsed, crushing
Megan and Austin on the air mattress they were sleeping
on. Megan's arms were cradled around her nephew,
protecting him from the storm and all its demons, and
when the mattress burst, he had enough space to crawl
out. Megan didn't. She remained pinned by branches and
bricks that were squeezing the life out of her like pliers.
It took forty-five minutes for the rescue squad to
come because so many trees had fallen over the roads.
Meanwhile, her family was trying to move the tree, the

cinder blocks, yank at her arm, do anything to free her,
but she just wouldn 't budge. Apparently she was screaming "Mom, don't let me die here!" and Austin was
pleading "Get Meggie out!" One of her arms was exposed, and her father held tight to it, clutching fingers,
finding pulse, until there was nothing.
When she had finished the story, Mom went out
on the deck to refill the iced tea glasses, but I stayed in
the kitchen, not quite feeling up to hunting stories. I
started washing dishes and tried harder to imagine this
young girl, whom I had never met, whose picture I had
only seen once, trapped under this pile of debris. Did it
hurt, I wondered? What was she thinking about while her
face was slowly being crushed? And the poor familyhelpless for almost an hour while one of theirs perished in
a freak accident that was dragging out way too longwhat gouges would this leave on their hearts?
Trying to make sense of this senseless event, I
called friends, typed e-mails, wrote letters, but there
was still something I couldn't shake. My grandmother
would say it was Megan's time, that God needed an
angel, and he chose her. But I believed this was nothing
more than a case where a human got in the way of nature
and was extinguished. Megan was dead, and that was
that. It's just like it was before she was born- nothing- no
pearly gates or golden streets or crowds of loved ones
who died before her. If it was that simple, then, why was
it picking my brain raw?
The next day, which would have been Megan's
first day of high school, my mom, step-dad, and I drove
down for her funeral in Knoxville. Everything took morbid
shape as we walked up to the door of the white, colonial
mortuary. Under any other circumstance this would have
been a pretty place, maybe a five-star restaurant or bedand-breakfast, but it was where dead people waited to
be viewed by all those who can still think and feel and
remember. Next to our parking space was a sign for
"Deliveries," with an arrow pointing to a garage in the
basement, as if someone were simply dropping off boxes
of light bulbs at Wal-Mart. But these were no light bulbs
we were dealing with; these were real, honest-to-God
dead people.

Shane and his wife, Bobbie, met us at the door.
"She was like a daughter to us. She was such a good kid,"
said Shane between tears. Bobbie went into detail about
all the things that have been and that never will beMegan had just gone shopping and bought new school
clothes; she just got her hair cut; she had just told her
mom about her boyfriend; next week she was supposed
to get braces and contacts. "I don't know how her
parents are going to deal with this," she said. "It's bad
enough for me and Shane, but to go back to a house
where everything is Megan- I just don't know how they're
going to do it."
Shane and Bobbie returned to the receiving line,
and we went to the back of the line of friends, which
wound through every hallway in the building, around
house plants in shiny brass planters, casting distorted
reflections of the legs that walked by them. "She must
have been a special child," I said, "for this many people
to have come to her funeral."
We waited in line for about two hours, and all
the while I wished I could just leave. I'm not good with
crowds in mourning, and this one was especially difficult.
Too many young people, who should be organizing their
new notebooks or talking about the new guy in class who
looks just like Freddie Prinze, Jr. , were instead crying
their eyes out and wishing their friend had slept over at
their house that night instead of going camping with her
family. A cluster of teen-aged girls, in denim skirts and
peasant blouses, stood in front of us. One girl, whom I
presumed to be Megan's best friend, floated in and out of
line, from back to front, while dissolving a tissue in her
tear-soaked palm.
As we neared the chapel, I could smell the
chrysanthemums. Their heady fragrance signaled death
just as surely as a doctor's frown. "I wonder if it'll be an
open casket," I asked Mom.
"Probably, since this is a southern Baptist
funeral."
"Seems to me that would make it harder on
everybody to see her lying there."
"Yes, but that's just the way they do it in the
South."
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"I know about Southern traditions, Mom, I just
think it would be harder, that's all, considering the way
she died and everything."
"Well, yes it would be. That's why I want to be
cremated. Just put me in a pine box and bum me up and
sprinkle my ashes on a Tropicana rose bush."
·
"Me, too. It seems like such a waste of money
and space to bury someone in a steel casket and concrete
vault. What are they preserving anyway? I wouldn't even
mind if you propped my body up against a tree and let
nature have at it."
"That's illegal, you know."
"Yeah, but it shouldn't be."
We rounded the last comer, and I hated to think I
was straining my neck to see a corpse, but I was. Too
many peoplewere in front of the coffin, though, and all I
could see were their bodies, with heads bowed.
At the chapel door stood a collage of Megan's
pictures, pasted on a poster amid farewell messages from
friends and family. The picture in the middle showed a
blond girl with a big, bright smile-the face I couldn't
remember. As we drew closer, I caught a glimpse of the
casket. "It's open," I whispered. I could see yellow hair
and a blue dress, which was probably bought just for the
occasion. I also noticed that she had some sort of padded
bra on. What was the point of that? I wondered, too, how
Bobbie stood to come and "dress the body" the day
before. 'We fixed her hair like she would have wanted,"
she had told us. What a strange beauty parlor that
refrigerated room must have been.
I watched as a young boy doubled over after
seeing his dead friend. He could barely make it out of the
room. Megan's mom just kept looking at her daughter and
shaking her head, tears streaming the whole time.
There were more pictures at the foot of the
casket- Megan as a cheerleader, Megan and her sister,
Megan in Girl Scouts. Bobbie and Shane stood there, too.
Bobbie said, "She's holding a blanket that she was making
with all her favorite stars' names. There's 'N SYNC,
Backstreet Boys, Josh Hartnett. And we're burying her
with her little Dalmatian. At first, her mom wouldn't give
it up because it had Megan's blood on it. But, she washed

it and dried it with Downy because Megan liked it to smell
that way." How many years would that air-tight casket
smell like fabric softener?
Finally, I saw Megan's face-the first time I had
ever seen it in person. It was unusually dark, probably
from so much make-up. It had been crushed after all. We
hugged her parents and said, 'We're sorry to meet you
under such circumstances. "
•
*
*
A month after the funeral, my mom and stepdad went to Knoxville to a UT football game. They stayed
with Shane and Bobbie and visited Megan's parents. I
asked Mom how it went.
'We went over to their house and visited awhile.
Her mother has one entire wall full of Megan's thingspictures, toys, letters- like a shrine. The school sent her a
big print of Megan's picture-the one she had made the
day she died, before they went camping, and that's set
up right as you come in the door. They're clearing out the
trees in front of their house to make a memory garden,
and they're making one at the school too. You know they
weren't even scheduled to go camping that weekend. But
at the last minute, someone canceled.
'We also went to her grave. You'd love the
cemetery. It's an old country cemetery overlooking the
Smokies. There's a little creek running by. A ninety-twoyear-old woman is buried there, and on the stone is a
picture of a farm and barn. It looks just like the place you
have always said you wanted. They told me it was her old
home place. They've ordered Megan a stone just like it,
and they're going to put a picture of a rainbow on it and
a poem she wrote, something about God's love. You
wouldn't believe the doo-dads and flowers and whirligigs
on her grave. There's hundreds of them. Her mom said
she comes every morning and evening for forty-five
minutes and talks to Megan. Her dad just lays on the
grave and cries. You know the sad thing is that after all
this is over, after the garden is planted and the marker is
set, what are they going to do then?"
"I don't know, Mom." And all I could think about
were those whirligigs on Megan's grave, spinning nigh and
day, trying to make sense of the wind.
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Novelist and journalist James Brooks worked several years as a newspaper reporter before he entered the University
of Iowa Writers' Wori<shop in 1967, where he received a NiJ.ster of Fine Arts degree in 1969. He returned to journalism
in 1986 as a senior reporter for the Johnson City Press. In 200), his novel, Comeback of the Bears, was published. It
was nominated that year for the PEN Hemingway Award and the American Book Award. Today, Brooks writes a column,
James Brooks on Birds, appearing SU1days in The Johnson City Press. In addition to writing, he has publist'ed photographs
in many magazines and performed as a storyteller. He is an international birder with a life list approaching 2,CXXJ species
and is a private pilot. He lives on wooded land in Malone Hollow near Jonesborough with his three cats, Reece, Sister
Mary CATherine and Nooster.
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Jeff Daniel Marion has published seven collections of poetry, the two most recent being Letters Home and Ebbing Et
Flawing Springs: New and Selected Poems and Prose, 1976-2001. In 1978 he was the first recipient of the Literary
Fellowship awarded by the Tennessee Arts Commission. From 1985-1992 and in 1994, he served as poet-in-residence
for the Tennessee Governor's School for the Humanities, and in 1998 he served as Copenhaver Scholar in Residence at
Roanoke College in Salem, Virginia. Now retired after teaching thirty-five years at Carson-Newman College, he lives in

Knoxville with his wife Linda.

'

Jack R. Pyle is the author of five books of fiction, including the award- winning, The Sound of
Distant Thunder and a book of slut stories, Pieces of the Puzzle. He is also co-auttx>r, with Taylor
Reese, of two books on the lore of using the moon signs and the farmer's almanac.

"I was particularly impressed with the photographs," Rosemary Uccello Adams said alx>ut this year's art entries. Adams is an
Associate Professor in charge of Art at Northeast State Technical Community College in Blountville, Tennessee, where she
enjoys taking her students to Europe to study art and culture every year. Adams holds an M.F.A. in Painting from East Tennessee
State University and a B. S. from the University of Wisconsin, Madison, in Painting and Printmaking. She has also studied at
Indiana University, State University of Ne.v York, St. Rose College, Albany, NY, and the University of Wisconsin, Madison. Beven
galleries have represented Adams from California to New York in 12 solo exhibitions, 9 invitational exhibitions, 16 group
exhibitions and numerous juried exhibitions.
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